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Catholic Church’s Teaching on Same-Sex Attraction: The Hard Truth and Pastoral Tradition 
Father Michael A. Seger, S.T.D. 
Professor of Moral Theology 

Mount St. Mary’s Seminary of the West  

 

The front page of last Saturday’s Enquirer greeted us with a picture of a smiling mother and 

son.  Out of respect for her son with same-sex attraction, the veteran teacher refuses to sign 

the new teaching contract offered by the Archdiocese of Cincinnati.   

 

She has the right to not sign.  And the Archdiocese has the right to stipulate compliance 

with the moral teaching of the Catholic Church as part of the contract.  

 

I’m not here to argue the merits of either position.   I was asked to present the Catholic 

Church’s teaching on same-sex attraction.  So, to shed light on our Church’s viewpoint, we 

need to point out the presuppositions about the relationship between the individual and 

the common good revealed in this press-driven tempest in a tea cup.  

 

Two major ideas in our Catholic Faith—the reality of objective moral truth and the Holy 

Spirit’s presence in our Living Tradition—are under full scale attack.  Both elements serve 

the common good.  

 

The common good is—after all—a foundational pillar of Catholic social doctrine.  The key 

criterion is authentic human flourishing as God in His loving relationship desires.  Said in 

plain language—the community’s responsibility in love and justice to see that every person 

thrives. 
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What does “thriving” look like?  On the level of human nature we look toward the 

fulfillment of basic human drives—such as our natural need for both interpersonal 

relationships and community. This need comes from our being naturally interrelational.  

We need other people to grow and to develop.  None of us is ever a loner—the old “belly 

button test,” for those of us who can still find it, reminds us that we were dependent upon 

another for our life from the moment of our creation. 

 

Likewise the natural drive to self-protection, to explore our world for truth is hardwired 

into human nature and not a choice.  There is not some check this box to freely choose if 

you are going to be a sexual person needing others to be fulfilled and whole. This sexual 

intimacy grounds a communion of love and openness to human family. 

 

These natural drives and needs help us to determine what goes in the box marked 

“common good.”  

 

Tonight, we need to focus on this natural drive to human intimacy and children. No one 

understands the Catholic Church’s teaching on sexual morality unless he or she 

understands the Church’s abiding commitment to promote and to protect the good of the 

human family as the domestic church. In short, the family is the place where love and 

communion become part of the deepest character of our children.  The place where the 

love of God made manifest in Jesus, Our Lord in the power of the Holy Spirit first takes 

flesh.  
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There is a truth about the human family that cannot be altered even by the strongest 

cultural distortions—no matter how many ‘sound bites’ or slanted news stories. 

Scripture points us in the right direction. Remember the Gospel tells us that the TRUTH will 

set you free.  In John’s Gospel, Jesus points to the goal of discipleship: “and you will know 

the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:32). 

 

Freedom is naturally drawn to the authentic, objective truth of who we are made in God’s 

image—and this dynamic forms the only authentic playing field for a sincere conscience.  

Conscience is always in dialogue with MORAL TRUTH—all else is fool’s gold, self-delusion 

or outright evil cynicism.  

 

Let me give you an example in the encounter with truth that changed the heart and soul—

and led to martyrdom during the Nazi Holocaust. In his treatment of the dynamics of 

conversion, Father Brian Johnstone speaks of the conversion of Edith Stein to the TRUTH of 

Christianity: 

One night in the summer of 1921 she was left alone in the house of a friend 

and happened to take up the autobiography of St. Teresa, The Book of Her 

Life. She read through the night, and as she closed the book she said to 

herself, “this is the truth.” 
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As one commentator has written “This is not the chance reading of a pious 

tale by a religious enthusiast.  It is the disclosure of the divine within human 

history to one who was able to interpret it as such.”1 

 

Truth, then, knocks on the doors of our souls—and sometime demands self-sacrifice and 

trust in God’s abundant love.   For example, the truth of a my child’s cat scan, the truth of 

two military officers standing at my open front door with news of my daughter serving in 

Afghanistan—the truth of my same sex attraction demands deep spiritual trust and 

strength.   We look to the Cross and we trust in the glory of the Resurrection.   In the 

Passion, Cross and Resurrection and gift of the Holy Spirit we have our signposts to God 

and salvation. As Father Johnstone goes on to say: 

 

These experiences of God are expressed in religion, the attempt to express 

the meaning and purpose of all reality and especially of human existence.   A 

religious faith is a tradition.  It is made up of symbols, rituals, scriptures, and 

beliefs that are passed on from generation to generation as the life-giving 

bond between each new generation of believers and the founding events of 

the faith.  This tradition carries with it, a distinctive vision of the meaning 

and purpose of life.2 

 

                                                                    
1 Brian V. Johnstone, C.SS.R. “The Dynamics of Conversion” in Spirituality & Morality: Integrating Prayer 

& Action.   Dennis J. Billy C.SS.R. and Donna Lynn Orsuto, eds., (New York: Paulist Press, 1996), 33. 
 
2
 Gascoigne, 37. 
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We face this truth in the light of the ongoing moral tradition of the Roman Catholic Church. 

I like this image of a rushing river of time and history marked with turbulent whitecaps and 

the rock-steady image of the tradition being its granite shore line.  

 

If a religion can be compared to a conversation, then its tradition is the 

grammar of shared meanings that allows communication to take place. 

Without a common understanding of basic terms and commitment to some 

ethical first principles, we would have only babbling nonsense. Similarly, if a 

religion can be compared to a river, then its tradition is the two banks that 

hold the river on its course, pushing it forward through time.3  

 

The Catholic moral tradition, then, is the rock steady shore line that guides the truth of 

Christ’s message through time.  Redemption in the Passover of the Lord is an eternal cargo, 

if you will; we have come to call this gift “salvation.” We need a rock steady boat, because 

this truth is often tough to hear.   And we live in a culture that—all too often—holds its 

hands over its ears and shouts lies. 

 

We need a clear voice in the chaos. The role of the Magisterium is to teach in the name of 

Jesus.  The name “Magisterium” means “teacher.”   The role of the Magisterium is to 

safeguard the content and the teaching that comes to us from the apostle, to echo our 

Profession of Faith.   For Roman Catholic Christians, the Magisterium keeps the religious 

conversation from decaying into babbling nonsense. 

                                                                    
3
 Gathje, 35. 
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The clear truth is that the human family roots itself in marriage—a deeply committed 

relationship between a man and woman that opens itself to intimacy, unitivity and 

fecundity.   True intimacy between a man and woman—a husband and wife—rests in 

totally giving of oneself and the totally receiving of the gift of the other.  This self-emptying, 

unselfish love allows God to touch this intimacy with the grace of new life.  

 

Marriage, then, to protect the truth of the family can only be between a man and a woman.   

Family, then, depends upon the complementarity of sexes to create the communion of love 

that allows a society to stand rock solid.  

 

This truth of marriage and complementarity of the sexes—that is male and female—allows 

the natural family and community to flourish—to find authentic happiness and fulfillment.   

Anything less is a lie or—at best—a “half-truth”.   And—as one priest from Montana once 

told me—“‘half-truths’ are like half-bricks: you can throw them farther.” 

 

Besides the authentic liberation—setting free—in the truth of our Christian Faith, we 

Roman Catholics draw upon the constant gift of the Holy Spirit in the Body of Christ—the 

Church.   We look to newly canonized Pope John XXIII and his great trust in the Holy Spirit 

to convene the Second Vatican Council.  The Cardinals of our church gathered in Rome 

under the auspices of the living Spirit in our tradition and elected Pope Francis the First. 

 

The Holy Spirit drives the conversion of heart, mind and soul to God’s truth—and we 

cannot be naïve:   That truth will take us to the Cross of Our Lord, Jesus Christ.  
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The pastoral teaching of the Catholic Church urges that persons who have same-sex 

attraction deserve our unquestioned love and support.    

 

Truth be told, persons have often shared with me that finding themselves attached to 

others of the same-sex seldom proved easy.   Most folks struggle and suffer.   But when they 

face the truth about their inclination, they have discovered the first step toward healing 

and freedom. 

 

The Catholic Church urges all of us to face the truth about marriage and family precisely for 

this healing and freedom.   Sexual orientation cannot drive a new definition of marriage or 

sexual intimacy, even.   The truth of human sexuality expresses itself in (heterosexual) 

marriage.  To express oneself openly and freely in just any form of relationship or even as a 

passing fancy that one encounters or creates, can be disordered—and with proper 

knowledge and freedom—sinful.  

 

We face this truth in the light of the ongoing moral tradition of the Roman Catholic Church.  

 

Allow me to touch upon the rocky soil that this truth must struggle to grow in:  Selfish 

individualism.   We will move toward to the end of our discussion with a quote from Pope 

Francis who gently warns us so well in his exhortation “Joy of the Gospel.” Pope Francis 

speaks of cultural challenges facing letting the Gospel be heard and be fruitful: 
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“On occasion these (challenges) may take the form of veritable attacks on 

religious freedom or new persecution directed against Christians; in some 

countries these have reached alarming levels of hatred and violence.  In many 

places, the problem is more that of widespread indifference and relativism, 

linked to disillusionment and the crisis of ideologies has come about as a 

reaction to anything that might appear totalitarian. 

 

This not only harms the Church but the fabric of society as a whole.  We should 

recognize how in a culture where each person wants to be bearer of his or her 

own subjective truth, it becomes difficult for citizens to devise a common plan 

which transcends individual gain and personal ambitions” (Evangelii Gaudium, 

#61, 32). 

 

If Pope Francis thought the dark shadow that haunts modern, liberal societies throughout 

the world is the isolation of the individual from the common good—by “common good”—as 

I have already mentioned—the Church means the basic vision of life where everyone 

thrives.  Instead, we cocoon and carve our own ten commandments.   This egotism is what 

the Holy Father means when he underlines “a culture where each person wants to be 

bearer of his or her own subjective truth.”  

 

If I create my own, customized ‘truth’ then you or no one else has anything to say to me.   

“Truth” is merely relative to my personal “take” or “opinion” or whim.  Real truth gets 

shoved off the table and crashes to the floor breaking into hundreds of jagged fragments.  
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All that is left is ‘news bytes” and raw power.   All that is left is my customized version of 

“truth”—which may change with the next news’s headline  

 

The Church teaches, then, that the truth of human sexuality finds its proper expression in 

(heterosexual) marriage—in committed relationships that a person knowingly and freely 

embraces with his or her spouse to the deepening of the soul’s love of God to the wonder of 

God’s touching their love with the gift of life.  Outside of an authentic marriage, sexual 

expression is false and suffers the moral and human consequences.  

 

Let me close with quoting the Catechism at article #2357: 

 

I. 2357 Homosexuality refers to relations between men or between women who 

experience an exclusive or predominant sexual attraction toward persons of the 

same sex. It has taken a great variety of forms through the centuries and in 

different cultures. Its psychological genesis remains largely unexplained. Basing 

itself on Sacred Scripture, which presents homosexual acts as acts of grave 

depravity, tradition has always declared that "homosexual acts are intrinsically 

disordered." They are contrary to the natural law. They close the sexual act to the 

gift of life. They do not proceed from a genuine affective and sexual 

complementarity. Under no circumstances can they be approved. 

 

This moral truth is a hard truth.  But the Catholic tradition does not leave us orphaned—to 

face it alone.  
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Afterthought from Fr. Seger: 

Often parents and family mistake and confuse two distinct elements:  “unconditional love” 

and “moral approval.”   If one’s son or daughter engages in immoral behavior (drugs, 

alcohol, stealing, promiscuity etc., living together outside of marriage, for example), no 

parent would condone that or approve of that behavior; but, that does not mean that as a 

parent or friend you have withdrawn unconditional love.  

 

We must be honest and candid when someone attempts to conflate (“join”) the two--“…if 

you truly love me, you would approve of (i.e. “condone”) my living with my college 

boyfriend.”  No.  That’s a subtle form of emotional blackmail.  

 

Too many folks are trapped by this fallacy.   And they’re angry with the Roman Catholic 

Church for not making the same mistake.  I would recommend Father Earl Fernandes’ 

article in this week’s (June, 2014) Catholic Telegraph.  

-30- 


